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. In-exploring.ﬁy topic, “Thdt Which Is Lost in Translation,” I ‘have
discovered that much of qhat the;é 1s'to say about it must come frop the
individual heart--yourS‘asjﬁell as mine-~rather than gybeythe exéerimental
laboratory. 1 sdppose I shoukd apologize. for that fact,’s%nce we have
gathered here as a group of educators and‘seholaré hoping'to exchange
demonstrated truths in the spirit of spiéntific*inquityél But, I will

- not apologize,'for to do golwould“be to deny whatever cluster:of ?ossible.
truths I think I haye identified in my exploration.

v - Briéfiy,'t digcoveredqver§ eafly that to as’ questions about
translation 1is toiﬁguite 1nto"the nature of language--its origing, its
characteristics, its uses. Ome is led quickly awﬁ? from rather simple

scientific fact into legend and belief, philosophy and poetry. The

ultimate truths one discovers about' translation, I am convincéd, are

the ancient truths of paradox and mystery. They aig uttered perhapé
more appropriately by oracles than b& scientists. Only circumstantially

do they deal with differences ainng languages. Essentially, Ehéy deﬁ

*

-
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. with one of the basic questions of human existence, Do I live ny~life as

~

T a complete individual perceiving my own unique worlds and thinking my own
distinctive thoughts in patterns that can be shared only partially and

impetfectly UiCh anyone'else? Or, do we live obr lives as both products '

A : ' .

“and menbersézf a social and physical environment, a measurable universe :
defined'in_ rtain teruns by the collective experience of the human beings . _ .
- ‘. ‘ J : . ‘
_ who inhabit it? . ' ‘ : o

L . N o .
Now, all this sounds terribly Presymptuous, on my part. .Let me hasten

- to assure you that I did begin a systematic review of the literature at the
« . ‘:. ’
. onset of my study and that I intended a thoroughly detailed, purely rational,

painfully. objective, very impersonal argument. But, I gave 'up both pursuits

when they. proved less'than sufficient to the task at hand. h :
e

Instead I will tell you- the source of my* title, "That Which Is Lost

in~Trans1ation. It was at a summer session for graduate students in English

.

in the late 1950s that I first heard the American poet Robert Frost define

poetry as ''that which is lost in translation." I will tell you the more -
- . immediate stimulus for my offering to explore/the topic\of translation at
. this particular session of the Intetnational Reading Association. First

as journal editor, later as.director;ofgpublications, I have sat sotewhere

™~ near the_Eenter of all those proposaIs’that‘would have us disseminate the
' words we speak as an'Association in numerous other languages as well as in. Q
LA English. And, I will share with you some observations ahgut how and whv -
iclanguage therefore should be taught. ‘ | , %33§
. . .
. . 4 ‘e 4
’ ’ N
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- The characteristic problems of translation are not a new topic to

me or to humantty.' I was firat introduced to the general idea of language
differences, as I am' sure at 1east some of you ‘'were, 'as -a very young child
through repetition in Christian Fhurch school of that ancient passage from
the 01d Testament of the Holy Bible: the story of the Tower of Babel
Whatever your-religion, you probably know the tale. The "hole earth was

of ome language and of one speech." The'peopye decided to build ‘a city
® . ) ‘ .

and a tower that wouid reach hEaven. The chieffarchitett in heaven 1itself,

however, appareantly had grave misgivings, for the Lord noted that with.
such ambitious plans in their hearta, the people would be reatrained from
nothing they could imagine to do. 'Therefore, the Lord confounded the S
people's language so that they might uot:onderstand one.another'a apeecht
and "the Lord acatteredgthem“ahroadif onfthente,upon the face of all.the-
earth.” . ‘- o
.7 ~

Needless td say, ve have never ecovered.

/hpse of us who Specialize in T ading and uriting are so caught up .in

the study of what language is and does| that we forget what it 1is not and
.

'what it cannot do. Like ‘those 01d Testament deaceﬂﬂants of Noah we

—~ . .
* gometimes let our aspirations overvhelm \our capabilitiea. "Our expectations

of language as means of,commqnication pr ablyAexceediita,capacity to
communicate. He‘might be so proficient at verbalizivig that we verbalize
beyond reality. Perhaos ve need a prophet'to'point out the confusaon of

r
tongues nmong us nd renind B of that uhich 1s lost ‘in translation--so

LA .

-
.

-

-
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Sad? Is it really sad to recognize thatalanguage has its limitations —

as well as its benefits? aLook into your own experience.

I’was born algd raised in a region marked by anything but linguistic

1

purity. First of all, ny native language is that hybrid ¢of hybrids, that °

chameleon of chameleons,'English!' Anyone who has studied the English .

language knows you cannot count very long on anything like consistency and

stability within the English language Put two or three words togeqher in ’

English and you probably have come up with a Germanic structure, a Romance

.

‘vocabulary, and spelling ‘and pronunciation conventions from juSt;about
anywhere in the world.

But, there is more to my background Quirk o fortune that it was

.

for me to have beeén born intd a primarily English language heritage many .,
Ed ' .
of the friends, family and neighbors of my childhood spoke various degrees*

of that parochial twentieth century phenomenon known as Pennsylvania Dutch.
,’; . More properly, Pennsylvania Dutch 18 a diverse collection of mutations of

Palatinaté German. It survives.uithin a relatively few square miles of

- v . - -

the eastern United States from the seventeenth century German of a group of

réligidus dissenters who-fled*their European origins in the name of fréEdom,

¢ ;‘- to the glory of God, and in- the'heat of individual conscience ’ TR
I ' Td this day: there are pronunciations and spellings for a given object,
that differ in that area from farm to farm Indeed, in'my childhood, while

'I cannot blame the confusion solely on the Pennsylvania Dutch, yod could not

~,

s be sure if you should call‘buch a common object as,a paper bag a bag, a sack,

rd

a toot, or a poke. One or the other "mtsiomer" might éven earn you a dirty

look, 1f not a cuff off the ear. Little did T know as a child that when I "
4/; talked, about spritzéng the)grass, few outsid;;ﬁ&immediate geograph{c region

2 ‘.

. . .. v ~
. J . . .

.
~
N
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7T;;_,A.,uu - would know that l was xalking'about'watefing the lawm. ‘And I was véry much «

into middle age hefore 1 learned'quite abruptly that ome of the innocent

/ and quite onomatopoetic Dotch colloquialisms of my childhood denotes a very
« obscene function for certain'citizens of San Francisco, a continent rqnoved.
) : from my childhood. . - 3 )

So, ny own experience tells me that we will survive~theiconfusion of
languages that looms an impossible barrier -among us. 'Translation, after

. 'all ,1s one of humankind‘s miracles. While we have not yet accomplished -!’

the dream of Babel, to enter and exit the gates of heaven at wil? ‘we' have

3

-been able té enter each other's hearts and minds almost at will Tolstoy

~ .

is available in how many different languages, now, and-thanks to paperbacks

~
a

~and print technology, he is available to most of us 1in industrialized
nations rather inexpensively We are able to share approximate re-creations:
of other times and other worlds and other minds’ throagh the commonplace»,:/
;.miracle of print translation. Hov much truer today can be Shakespeare's
) statement ‘that nothing human 1s foreign to me. Almost all.we’need do is
choose'the right book th the right translation,.open ic, andlread.
Perhaps it 1 easy access to translation whi&h'prompts me to
. B call ogr attentigqn for a moment’ away from the comforting miracle, to 6/(,?
. v . . - .

remind us that translation 1s not-so easy a p?g; as is our access t

it, to point out that much is lost in'translation to ponder, as John Guthrie -

-
>~

has called my theme in this address, the withered edges. of the lower. In
\ - - N . a N

more prosaic terns, there are those things which translate quite well and

easily, both between individuals and across languages There are those
things that translate ohly imperfectly ‘ And, there are those thihgs that

do not translate at all. Let me,ogfer some examples of eath.. ' -

T : . . o . . ’ . N J _.5‘
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. The latter—day pictographs that one sees with increasing frequency as

directional signs in air terminals, in subways, on highways are dramatic

~

evidence that we human beings can indeed communicate a considerable body N
of cdmmon experience with a high degree of accuracy and usefulness across.

languages--some might. say by circumventidi language in the_traditional,_

-

senserf letters,‘words and sentences. Mens and ladies' rest rooms, of

. course, were among the first facilities to be identified not by word, but
by graphic symbol. A host of similar graphic symbals have folloyed in
public places, however, very quickly and very effectivelv. 1 have read

-7 .that at the 1976 Olympic Games in Montreal, twenty-six sports activities’ ‘

[y

and one huhdred seventy-three other informational or serviceg/fssages

were conveyed b’ piotograph alone. They»includedxsuch diverge messa%es'

as modey exchange, /meeting points, bathtubs, 1ocﬁ3r‘rooms,-custo

.

inspection, interviewing, pet and litter prohibition, last children, and

. ., where t@ get. sponges.‘ I am sure “that some of the signs were misinterpreted

\ .by sbme of the people who lookedgat them, but consider the number of words,
the nuymber of'hopeless conversat‘ they saved, the number of peopsle wh

were ‘helped. : .

- Lover of 1anguage that T am, I5must confess that in driving my

. . . . -
automobile, I much pre er graphic symboIs to words--except for place names,

\

of course. ‘Tpll me that I should not turn left’simply by showing me a

black or whi e arrdw with a red X across ic, or to proceed with caqtion

\

by showing-me a blinkilg yellow light. Please do not?frrce me at highway

that says. in block

speed to decode, interpret and obey/an ambiguoug sign

7

. . \
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<

certuinly some- experiences translate well and the ease of such visual

;communicution—-which is closely akin to the universal kinesics of the smile,
’ ' / » .

“ the open hand, the simulated cup at the lips--leads us to yearn'for'an(

- . : . . ) .
- . international alphabet and a universal language. L However, ;’I!‘Eggtoo often _
) ’ ; N . ’

fdrget is that what is most universal in our collective experiencF and thus
most easily coammunicated by gestures and signs as well as'by utterances;“is:
also most concrete, by and large. Or, it is most abstract an specialized

as are the math‘matlcal symbols recognized wor ldwide bx,the relatively few

-~ . Ll o
- mathematicians among us. Unfortunately, betweéen the basic pRysical facts: e

that lead us to rest rooms, food st#,' 10st children and spongés, " and

- B . ' - - L

‘the rather esoteric information conveyed by the symbols’ of theoretical.“

-

R

mathemdtics, lies that vast realmhwhere most of.us.liveﬁand move and have -

.

~our being,’/where most of us really care about communicat#ng.

The movement in 1anguage fvolution from concrete to abstract, but not

/

so far toward abstract as to be generally useless, takes us vesy - quickly

¢
into approximations rather than exactitude. That® inevitability was brought ¥

. ST /o
home to me quite vividly the f(rst time I compared translations of the[Lord'
4 »

Prayer in, respectively, Old English, Middle En iish, Elizabethan égglis

society, "Forgive us what we owe you." The tangible loaf generaliged into’

daily bread, then gbstracted into our daily needs. - Where is the
. s . “ o R 7 (R /"
truth in such transition of word and concept from tongie to ton
. - , iy i :
to plaée,‘cent:ré to century within ltttle more than a thousand years? To

cite a second example, would the original concept of the Latinate word
. o - . -

4 i . Q

- | 8
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expedite be translated into English more faithfully by the contemporary

+

slang phrase kick ic off (off or fmom the foot) than by - the more.

- .

sophisticateh and equally Latinate to execute promptl1,~

. e . BRY)

Yet language does seem &0 serve "-to pass informa fore fyom generation

ﬂm ' to generation, culture to culture.f As various semanticists have pointed
" _ (
out, unlike‘Lhimpanzees each;one of us does nct need to touch fire to f
d N

E realige that it ‘burns us iE we' touch it too long.. We‘can be forewarned
- t h language by "Don t. touch'" Yet,ywﬁb among us has n6t béen burned

non eless? Hho has not tested the linguiiééf;hypothesis? Maybe we
“'satisty a basic need to experience first befote accepting the language. f[

Much of our scientific attitude and practice Lafter all, has been developed ,

) ‘ 5

~" Tto check hypotheses that verbal tradition tells us to accept without question.

. . "Kill a11 _snakes." "Tomatoes are poisonous:" "The world was made in six days
L]

“ . o v

- So, k-have moved inexorably into my secbnd category what is it that

’\_ translates only with reat imperfection risk and difﬁ{culty’

4

The many %ifferent Eskimo word for snow/ are cited quite often to 5

'y _
illustrate e how one's experie:ce a fects one's vocabulary. It also demonstrate
“ . \ .
one-éf the central problema of translation. While I find the English word \
L ] ! .
influence quite positive in its connota ions, Egal Ali wy Somalian colleague,

has educatgd me to the faet that.it lds most unfortunate connotations for
: . A

not among the few" so-called superpowers,
F

2

' manv“in the world whose nations ar

. which sometimes use influence most heavyhandedly. Hap Gilliland told me of,
. ag, ‘ .

an Amazon tribe He met forvyhom death ‘itself is a tabooﬁ Thus, there is no -

> 2

w

%\s, re¢ordlpossibae among them of eﬂ!her po?ﬁldtion growth or depletion no sense

’

of ancestor or_heir. T - , - ) ’ ‘ ¥
O . w L : ?,, | - :
4 . . . o . ;
N ! ﬁ: h e ' 9 -‘
- . * - i - J) -~
J ° 9 )
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v " Faced with*cultural‘differemces of such magnitude and-depth;-is-it - — — -~

2 -

any,wonder that trandlation leads to 1mperfect cpmmunication at best?

The greater mystery is»vhy we do not completeiy iscommunicate more often
. in shifting from language to lapguage. In discussing the mass infusion

of Latin word roots into English during the Turopean Renaissance, A. C.

Baugh writes, "The very acr'of translation brings home to the translator

’

~

e limitations of his medium and tempts him to .horrow from(Lther languages "
\
. Y o .
. the terms whose lack he feels in his own.," (p 259) - ’. A A

N ~

. Y .
Sapir reminds us that language itself, whether or not’ it undergoes . °
\' [}
translation, 1is singularly not adept at express;Lg the emotions of life.

It is very good in co

ing the rational strqa{hred. ordered

-

predictable sides of life'. It carr.

Becagfi\::mj:Agepends on both cyltura eontext and emotional response,
Jo : A
much tends tg translate very pooyly. And, I suppose every language

¢

has its idiomatic rituals that cannot ppssibly be translated. The.iconpclast,ﬁ ‘

s thought we;}’ emotion poorly.

7= in me fights many of those rituals emen'hmong fellow speakers of my own : .

native tongue. ''How are you?" an American ‘asks, never expecting any answer

other than "Fine, thank you," even if you are on your dearhbed. A friend

of mine, knowing that most Americans adtomatically coubie sait,wirh @ébpef'

at the table, used to bark his request: 'Pass the salt, please--not the

-

LA [

pepper, just the salt. ;

I am convinced that Esperanto, Volapuk and other.attempts at ) dég

\.,5,9

artificial inﬁéihationﬁl languages have failed to gain wide acceptanﬁg anda(
) - Wy

use for similar réasens. They have been purziz/:;fional attempts.when much

.




s~ - ‘ . . tr

) . . . -, "’, N N - . . . . ., . - )
EER . z/ 2 T ) Translation - .10
- « - [ . - oo T
. . . ) - R ’

4

-«

They must be imposed agéiticié}ly when much of our native expression.is °

ontextual, spontaneous and idiosyncratic.. N\ ¢

Ed

Suéh houghts lead me to consider a few of ¢t things .that do not

B
translate at “all.

.
v
«

The truth of Frost's definition of poetry as "that which is loBt in

”trans&ation was best demonstrated to me in the ’ reading in claas of two ¢ -

separate Edglish translatLons of the same French poem, "Letter from Mexico, g

-

by Tristan Corbiére. In my severely limited ability to read French I va',:

.caught only the essential facts oﬁ the .poem: a. young soldiet had died of

a fewer and his sergeant was writing to inform his family From.the.two

English translations, both rendered by English-speaking poeta who knew

4
v

French better than I I caught all sorts of things unavailable to me in ' ;{fﬂ

.

my reading of the French itself: moods, 'f=ncea, tones, certain rﬁythms,

-t

pauses, other sound techniques, attitudes, orientation, characterizacionb—-

BR

all these I had missed, eSSentiaily, in my restricted ability to read the’

] . . .
. B oy ’

French original

i v \ ce -
would probably not have remained with e to this‘day, .
, : o : ‘ s

_.Theaepiso
hodever,'if I had not
either of them was from the original Fredch! There is more lost in”

translatidgn, any translatiod of just about anything worth translating,

we concluded, than is communicated. Ehe best rendering of a geasage from

»

language to language is not 76 act -of transl?tion’ao much as it is an

admirable attempt at approximate re-credtion of anpther'a'eiberience.

Tt T T Tm o T T e - IR0 e e s ST "../f;. ,,"{.‘-‘.

_The two Eng ish translationa were as obviously different from each other as -

ek

bt

. .
%
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&

o That struck me as a rather “sdd 1esson, A stark disillusionment,

s - K]

,until I was able teo understand that it only reflects from language to

As 1 -

rd Le nd Jacobs say so eloquentiy, "Readingiis bringing

and taRing meaning from a’ page of print." Meaning in langyage ne er is

l

'aning to

‘ solely a. one-way phenomenon just as gerfect translation is at 1ast

:5..

;]

.
1
o

—

o

e ) -
impossible.A .Even voice patterds hhvelbeen found to be individually

distinctive-to ‘tHe. individuals whose lips and tongues and throats have

- e

created’them--ataleast as unique to individuals‘a . te.fingerprintsJ‘

. " f

LNy

,
4
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- Your reading of someth1n§~aomeohe else has written is as peculiar tov you

as ‘the Hrlting was' to the writer What y)u read is certaigly quite

) dlfferent from what that person wrote since neither of you cam bring
! Vg ..
-\ exdctly‘the Bame mean:bng to &e page in mctly the same voice and.-indset._

Does a11 this- hean tha; ve should give up on 311 E"nslétiod? Of R .

course not, no mare chan we should quit talking to each other éithin our

, owm ganguage groups. We' should conmunicate, houever, %ﬂ'ﬁy realizing
8ll that is lost in translation, neithe® expecting more thaq ‘language can
- 15;;422,*nor communicating other t;an‘humﬁf? and gratefully within our
1eperfectlon eﬁd fallibilitf.. The drive for transiation, for univers‘i
communication, 1is as much a’ quesr after the im?erfectible as the Qvarious ‘ .

projects of Don Quixpte are unattainable. Yet, it is such a quest that .
. ( . 4
' makes us and keeps us&hu-an. '

' qf Teachers, I suspect, rarely Eet into these human facts of language
o ‘ ¥ ~ - '

N, o

LY

+

;trh their students. The probleea of trahslation; the limitations of *
language, disrurbing little questions of approximation, cultural differences,
- lingeisric relativity, are swamped by one-choice answer keys, aesolute .
.-1sstatenents of rule, qad narrow exercinea. If we really unde#gtood and
cared about language, we would see it and teﬂ\h it in its imperfection
as well as in 1ts various predictable patterns. The experience would
remind us that specialists, for all the higgly focussed expertise they
P can bring to narrowly det‘ped problems, do not, after all, live in a
| Vatuuga We need to hear what they say to us from their artificially
:'?f\'? codf%eed laboratories, but we will put their findings into more useful
perspective {f we live broadly ane listen carefully.
4 - 13

&
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~

ﬁe need to requeat translation with our economic eyes wide open, for

14 v

in this age of cost lccounttng, moﬂgy is as much a factor as any idealistic
dream’ ‘of international cooperation To reproduce a document in a second
or a third langdage--indeed. to produce it im a fi(st language--is to ask

*how much it will ¢éost to delivet to how many people with what promise of e 4

R fiq@ncial recovery Returning fqr i moment to schools, how often have we .
introduCed tnp beaching of second and third language? as a literaty or

- cultnral activity,‘:ren the decisions about which second or third languages

to teach have been uotivated fundanentqlly by econtmics and politics fath??
- 4
than by culture, with its esthetic copnetat ions of,arc and literature?
: “Nig "hﬁ *

Facing great odds and reservations and Yimitations, then, why do we

who are neither polilicians nor nercﬁhnte persist sd'strongly in our drive

~

for translation? TIs it a fear of loneliness? Do we yearn mostly to speak

to and be spoken™to by othets’ Anything but the thought of being alone in

. ) an unresponsive universe! Our engin;ers bounce radio sisnals from Hars
and Juﬁiéer and send chen tdo galaxies unseen, uhile the oddﬁ are as:;onomical
against any living or;anien waiting out there, capable of understanding the

~
? : . !

message.
Or, perhaps we are impelled by a vague onspoken sueﬁicion that'because
we do not speak another's language, Someone knows'something we don't know,

something that might assuage the loneliness or remind us that Someone cares,

\

that we are not alone, or, finally, assure us that the other person knows
s

no gore than we kn& ¢

' Perhaps our egos intrude. My language is my own. To speak to me 1n

AR
your own tongue, which is ftot ay own, and expect me to follow what you say

ifs to put my language down, exalt your own, and dénigrate me a bit in the

*

process. ) : - .

14
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‘ Or, perhaps.we just reject, at last, the notiom that not only
translation but language itself is bedevilled by limitations, thateall

communication serves sq‘her or later t¢ remind us ofvwhat we cannot.
4 Wy

communicate. Perhapy‘we believe that if only we become more prolific

and adept “with tragdaation, we will all of us share some common absolute
\

'trufh that will Qﬁce and for all overvhelm the ‘orance of the world.
Perhaps our trouble is that we dream large dteamé, think~smaller theughts,

and discover too few words to convey either drqams or thoughts smfficiently

. | _ ) .

to someone else. X - ‘.

Wbet we need to satisfy our soulful yearning to Qgpr and be heard,

L)

1 believe. is not translation of the word so much as sharing of the spirit w

in our quest for commdnication. We need to exchange information, yes, but

knowihg full well that the spirit of exchange is probably more significant
4

. -
the information'iggelf. We need to acknowledge our anxieties, if

they exist, our fears of lofteliness, our suspicions‘that someone kifows

~4

something we don't kno;, our feelings of inferiority and alienation when.
we are treated as linguistic foreigner:. But, we need to acknowledge them -
in the faith that all of us share similar anxieties, and that such is the

human conditlon, that we are all of us linguistically higher than the apes,

certainly, but some lower than the angels in their wordless adoration
of eternal truth. We need to acknowledge that common human condition of
. .
being always somewhere in-between, recogniziq; the acknowledgment as more
important than the imperfect communication of‘anything we think we might
- / know or want to know. b' '

-
-
v’
) -
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N 5 A contemporary African poet, 9‘ Adali-Mortty, has said it well in
"Bulonging':
» - ‘ ®
?/” ' : You may excel -
. in knowledge of their tongue, . )
and universal ties may bind you close to them; N
1‘ but what they say, and how they feel--
the subtler details of their meaning,
thinking, feeling, reaching--
these are closed to you and me for evermore;
as are, @ndeed, the interleaves of speech - L
--our speech-which fall on them - .
no more than were they dead leaves )
in dust-dry harmattan,
although, for years, they've lived
and gpunted all there is to count. . Y 4
in our midst!
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